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Theale,	 the	 heroine	 of	 Henry	 James’ novel,	 The	 Wings	 of	 the	 Dove.	 Lord	 Mark’s	
remark	aptly	 summarizes	one	of	 the	central	 themes	of	 the	 story:	exchange.	Rather	
than	purely	economic	transactions,	exchanges	occur	within	the	context	of	(personal)	
relationships.	Nobody	performs	a	good	deed	without	the	expectation	of	receiving	a	
benefit.	 The	 characters	 act	 out	 of	 self­interest	 instead	 of	 mutual	 friendship.	 The	
notable	 exception	 is	Milly,	 who	willingly	 shares	 her	 fortune	 and	 herself.	 Although	
Milly	knows	 that	exchange	predominates	among	her	acquaintances	as	a	method	of	
establishing	and	of	maintaining	relationships—indeed,	as	relationships—she	refuses	
to	 behave	 similarly.	 Her	 refusal	 to	 join	 in	 this	 tactic	 becomes	 a	 powerful	 form	 of	




With	 the	 exception	 of	 Alfred	 Habegger’s	 study	 of	 the	 Jamesian	 concept	 of	
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the	 time.	Michael	Moon	 explains	 that	 James’ moral	 “‘Vision’ in	 the	more	 honorific	
sense	of	the	term	was	a	central	concern	of	the	pervasive	New	Critical	interpretation	
of	 James	 as	 an	 idealist	 moralist” (442).	 More	 recently,	 critics	 such	 as	 Moon	 have	
offered	psychoanalytic	accounts	of	 James’ novels,	while	others	have	considered	the	




is,	 in	 terms	 of	 social	 psychology—rather	 than	 as	 a	 metaphor	 for	 social	 relations	
places	 the	 line	 of	 enquiry	 between	 the	 formal	 and	 the	 psychoanalytic	 strands	 of	
James	 criticism.	 Said	 another	 way,	 a	 social	 psychological	 approach	 based	 on	 the	
distinction	between	exchange	and	communal	relationships	provides	a	reading	of	The	
Wings	of	the	Dove	which	expounds	upon	James’ vision	of	morality	while	remaining	
mindful	 of	 the	 importance	 of	 gender.
[ii]
	 Further,	 such	 an	 approach	 affords	 an	
analysis	 of	 the	 internal	 workings	 of	 the	 relationships	 themselves	 as	 opposed	 to	
fitting	these	machinations	within	the	over­arching	rubric	of	moral	codes.
Psychologically	 speaking,	 social	 exchange	 is	 a	 “perspective	 that	 views	 people	 as	
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(1)	actors	who	seek	to	increase	outcomes	they	positively	value	and	decrease	






types	 of	 relationship.	 More	 recently,	 Margaret	 Clark	 and	 her	 colleagues	 have	
proposed	 two	 basic	 types	 of	 relationships	 in	 response	 Emerson’s	 theory.	 Clark	
reformulates	 the	 concept	 of	 exchange	 by	 drawing	 a	 distinction	 between	what	 she	
calls	communal	and	exchange	relationships:
In	 communal	 relationships,	 often	 exemplified	 by	 friendships	 and	 romantic	
relationships,	people	feel	a	special	responsibility	for	one	another’s	welfare.	In	
exchange	 relationships,	 often	 exemplified	 by	 acquaintances	 and	 business	




The	 distinction	 between	 communal	 and	 exchange	 relationships	 is	 also	 important	
when	considering	the	nature	of	the	interactions	between	characters	in	The	Wings	of	
the	Dove.	Henry	James’ own	belief	 in	 the	 importance	of	 reciprocity	as	stated	 in	his	
preface,	 informs	 and	emphasizes	 this	 difference.	While	 James	uses	 the	 language	 of	
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Henry	James	adopts	the	word	“reciprocity” to	describe	his	vision	of	an	appropriate	
relationship.	 Reciprocity	 implies	 a	 mutual	 dependence,	 or	 a	 mutual	 exchange	 of	
benefits	between	people	or	groups	of	people.	This	definition	corresponds	with	Mills	
and	 Clark’s	 concept	 of	 exchange:	 the	 very	 definition	 of	 the	word	 contingency.	 For	
Mills	and	Clark,	“an	exchange	occurs	when	the	parties	involved	understand	that	one	
benefit	is	given	in	return	for	another	benefit” (“Difference” 687).	In	James’ text,	Maud	
Lowder	 provides	 the	 earliest	 example	 of	 the	 use	 of	 exchange	 relationships.	 In	
reference	 to	her	aunt’s	behaviour,	Kate	Croy	gives	Maud	 the	 title,	 “Britannia	of	 the	
Market	Place” (22).	This	fitting	moniker	applies	not	only	to	Maud	herself,	but	also	to	
the	world	in	which	she	chooses	to	live—the	“market	place” of	marriage	and	society.	
Britannia	 also	 implies	 the	 relationship	 between	 an	 empire	 and	 its	 colonies,	 or	
possessions.	 In	 Maud’s	 world,	 every	 relationship	 is	 an	 exercise	 in	 bartering.	 Her	
“florid	philistinism” is	actually	described	as	militaristic:
She	 carried	 on,	 in	 short,	 behind	 her	 aggressive	 and	 defensive	 front,	
operations	determined	by	her	wisdom.	It	was,	in	front,	as	a	besieger,	we	have	
hinted,	 that	 our	 young	 lady,	 in	 the	provisioned	 citadel,	 had	 for	 the	present	
most	 to	 think	 of	 her,	 and	what	made	 her	 formidable	 in	 this	 character	was	
that	she	was	unscrupulous	and	immoral.	(22)
This	 Britannia,	 with	 a	 “pen	 on	 her	 ear” and	 a	 “ledger” for	 keeping	 track	 of	 her	
accounts,	stands	as	a	synecdoche	for	the	very	literal	marketplace	she	inhabits	(22).	
She	 is	 a	 colonizer,	 an	 immoral	 schemer,	 and	 a	 manipulator.	 Maud	 manipulates	
society	 through	 corrupt	 bargains	 and	pacts,	 and	other	 clandestine	operations.	 It	 is	
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James	 draws	 the	 distinction	 between	 communal	 and	 exchange	 relationships	 by	
juxtaposing	 Maud	 and	 her	 money	 with	 Milly	 and	 her	 fortune.	 The	 distinction	 is	
important	 because	 the	 benefits	 occurring	 in	 a	 communal	 relationship	 need	 not	 be	
anything	given	voluntarily,	or	given	under	coercion.	This	would	be	unthinkable	 for	
Aunt	Maud,	who
sat	 somehow	 in	 the	midst	 of	 her	money,	 founded	on	 it	 and	 surrounded	by	 it.	 [.	.	.]	
Milly,	about	hers,	had	no	manner	at	all—which	was	possibly,	from	a	point	of	view,	a	
fault,	she	was	at	any	rate	far	away	on	the	edge	of	it,	and	you	hadn’t,	as	might	be	said,	
in	 order	 to	 get	 at	 her	 nature,	 to	 traverse,	 by	 whatever	 avenue,	 any	 piece	 of	 her	
property.	It	was	clear,	on	the	other	hand,	that	Mrs.	Lowder	was	keeping	her	wealth	





from	 her	 money,	 and	 therefore,	 Milly	 from	 the	 concept	 of	 trade	 as	 it	 pertains	 to	
human	relations.	No	form	of	tender	is	necessary	to	gain	Milly’s	favour.	Mrs.	Lowder	
and	 her	 behaviour,	 “on	 the	 other	 hand,” separated	 from	 Milly	 by	 a	 timely	 use	 of	
cliché,	as	well	as	in	practice,	read	like	a	definition	of	an	exchange	relationship.	Maud	
uses	what	Linda	Molm	calls	“reward	power”—the	threat	of	withholding	benefits—to	
manipulate	 and	 coerce	 her	 conquests	 (130).	 Molm	 explains	 that	 generally,	 “a	
structural	advantage	on	either	reward	power	or	coercion	power	reduces	losses	from	
retaliation	 by	 parties	 holding	 that	 same	 base	 of	 power.	 Thus	 actors	 with	 greater	
coercive	power	 face	 less	 risk	of	 loss	 from	another’s	punitive	 retaliation	and	actors	
with	 greater	 reward	 power	 face	 less	 risk	 from	 the	 other’s	 reward	
withholding” (130).	 Quite	 obviously,	 Maud	 holds	 coercive	 power	 over	 the	 others.	
Since	it	is	not	an	absolute	power,	she	acts	to	minimize	her	own	risk.	In	terms	of	risk	
minimizing,	Mills	and	Clark	explain	 that	 “receipt	of	a	benefit	obligates	 the	other	 to	
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give	 a	 comparable	 benefit.	 If	 the	 other	 minimizes	 the	 benefits	 received	 from	 the	
person,	 then	 that	may	be	 seen	as	 unfairly	 reducing	 the	other’s	 debt	 to	 the	person.	
[.	.	.]	Exaggerating	the	person’s	benefits	may	be	seen	as	unfairly	increasing	the	size	of	
the	person’s	debt	 to	 the	other” (“Exploitation” 229).	 In	other	words,	 the	perceived	
value	of	the	benefit	decreases	Aunt	Maud’s	risk	while	increasing	the	others’ debts	to	
her.	 If	 reciprocation	 is	 not	 forthcoming,	 further	 benefits	 will	 be	 curtailed.	 Mrs.	
Lowder	 wields	 this	 power	 remorselessly.	 It	 should	 be	 remembered	 that	 Kate’s	
assumption	of	a	similar	manipulative	role	is	a	response	to,	and	a	result	of,	her	fear	of	
Aunt	Maud.
At	 Milly’s	 first	 entrance	 into	 wider	 society,	 the	 dinner	 at	 Matcham,	 Mrs.	 Lowder	
literally	 is	“driving	a	bargain.” In	this	instance,	Milly	becomes	the	commodity	being	
exchanged.	Maud	uses	Milly	and	her	“thumping	bank­account” to	gain	an	invitation	





at” (110).	Milly	 is	 the	 item	 up	 for	 bids	 on	 the	 social	 table.	 Lord	Mark	 attempts	 to	
reassure	 Milly	 that	 this	 is	 a	 normal	 mode	 of	 behaviour	 and	 she	 should	 not	 be	
concerned	because	Mrs.	Lowder	definitely	will	recoup	her	money,	for	“Nobody	here,	
you	 know,	 does	 anything	 for	 nothing” (114).	 As	 mentioned	 earlier,	 Maud’s	
deployment	of	her	power	is	not	without	some	risk.	Lord	Mark	acknowledges	this	fact	
in	 his	 comment	 to	 Milly.	 Although	 he	 also	 recognizes	 the	 limit	 of	 Mrs.	 Lowder’s	
power,	 Michael	 Moon	 considers	 it	 to	 be	 phallic	 in	 nature:	 “Maud	 Lowder	 is	 the	
preeminent	embodiment	in	The	Wings	of	the	Dove	of	the	woman	who	is	considered	
‘potent’ by	 virtue	 of	 the	 fetishization	 by	 her	 society	 of	 her	 economic	 and	 social	
power:	she	presides	over	the	phallicized	world	of	the	novel.	[.	.	.]	which	entitles	her	
to	 command	a	 large,	 although	by	no	means	 limitless	amount	of	power” (430).	 It	 is	
curious	 that	 Moon	 includes	 the	 proviso	 that	 Aunt	Maud’s	 power	 is	 “by	 no	means	
limitless.” Phallic	power	generally	translates	into	absolute,	even	arbitrary,	authority.	
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The	difference	is	that	there	is	an	inherent	risk	value	in	Aunt	Maud’s	transactions.	The	
risk	 exists	 because	 “Each	 actor	 is	 dependent	 on	 the	 other	 to	 the	 extent	 that	 the	
outcomes	 valued	 by	 one	 actor	 are	 contingent	 on	 exchange	with	 the	 other” (Molm	
114).	Thus,	Maud’s	power	is	not	absolute	because	of	the	reward	contingency.	In	her	
research,	 Linda	Molm	 finds	 that	 “because	 the	 incentive	 to	 use	 coercion	 comes	 not	
from	the	power	to	coerce,	but	from	dependence	on	another	for	rewards,	coercion	is	
still	risky,	even	for	actors	who	are	advantaged	in	coercive	power” (130).	In	spite	of	
the	 assertion	 of	 her	 coercive	 power	Maud	 is	 still	 dependent	 on	Merton,	 Kate,	 and	
Milly.	 By	 acceding	 to	 it,	 they	 in	 fact	 reinforce	Mrs.	 Lowder’s	 power.		 This	 extreme	
perversion	of	an	exchange	relationship	displays	James’ own	very	strong	views	in	this	
regard.	James	is	particularly	hard	on	American	tourists	in	Art	of	the	Novel,	whom	he	
accuses	of	 treating	Europe	 as	 a	 vast	 painted	 and	 gilded	holiday	 toy,	 serving	up	 its	
purpose	on	the	spot	and	for	the	time,	but	to	be	relinquished,	sacrificed,	broken,	and	
cast	away,	at	the	dawn	of	any	other	convenience.	It	[Americans]	seemed	to	figure	this	
[Europe]	 not	 only	 as	 a	 gorgeous	 dressed	 doll,	 the	 most	 expensive	 plaything,	 no	





In	 this	 passage,	 James	 draws	 a	 perfect	 distinction	 between	 a	 communal	 and	 an	
exchange	 relationship,	 between	 consumptive	 and	 consensual	 relationships.	 Alfred	
Habegger	 calls	 it	 the	 difference	 “between	 contracts	 and	 reciprocity.	 The	 American	
tourists	pay	 the	 ‘charge’ and	 ‘cost’ of	 their	amusement	and	 thus	 fulfill	 their	part	of	
the	bargain.	Yet	they	fail	to	reciprocate	in	the	sense	that	they	treat	Europeans	not	as	
people	 but	 dolls,	 using	 them	 as	 things	 and	 neglecting	 to	 respond	 to	 them	 as	
equals” (471).	While	 this	 may	 be	 a	 somewhat	 idealistic	 view	 of	 Europeans	 and	 a	




	 James	 deplores	 relationships	 based	 merely	 and	 entirely	 on	 a	 trade	 of	









to	 note—and	 use	 to	 her	 advantage—the	 distinction	 between	 communal	 and	
exchange	relationships.	Picking	up	where	Lord	Mark	 left	off,	Kate	continues	Milly’s	






As	 described,	 market	 exchanges	 form	 the	 foundation	 of	 this	 society	 and	 create	 a	
system	of	mutual	exploitation.	In	this	regard,	Kate’s	previously	mentioned	attraction	
to	 Aunt	 Maud’s	 wealth	 and	 society	 made	 her	 a	 willing	 inductee	 into	 this	 system.	
Predictably,	Kate’s	acceptance	rests	upon	Aunt	Maud’s	conditions.	Kate	enumerates	
the	consequences	of	these	conditions	to	her	father:	“I	shall	have	absolutely	nothing	
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to	participate.	To	extend	the	metaphor,	the	gears	would	jam.	Although	Kate	is	able	to	





what	 it	 is;	 which	 I	 beg	 you	 to	 believe	 I	 should	 never	 have	 found	 out	 for	
myself.” She	declined	to	treat	any	question	of	Milly’s	own	“paying” power	as	
discussable;	 that	Milly	would	pay	a	hundred	percent—and	even	to	 the	end,	
doubtless	 through	 the	 nose—was	 just	 the	 beautiful	 basis	 on	 which	 they	
found	themselves.	(128)
This	 scene	 is	 an	 important	 crossroads,	 as	 it	 were,	 for	 both	 young	women.	 At	 this	
point,	their	knowledge	of	the	system	relates	only	to	its	operations.	Neither	Kate,	nor	
Milly,	 is	 aware	 of	 how	 either	 of	 them	 is	 to	 be	 used	 by	 the	 machine.	 Kate,	 having	
entered	 the	 arrangement	 voluntarily,	 assumes	 that	 Milly	 has	 done	 the	 same.	 That	
both	 of	 them	will	 pay	 or	 be	 employed	 as	 payment	 is	 a	 foregone	 conclusion.		 Kate,	
however,	 desires	 further	 knowledge.	 Although	 both	women	will	 ultimately	 choose	
the	future	nature	of	their	relationships,	Milly	chooses	first.	 James	informs	us	of	her	
decision	 when	 he	 recounts	 Milly’s	 thoughts	 about	 Aunt	 Maud	 and	 Lord	 Mark,	 at	
dinner:
Those	hours	at	Matcham	[.	.	.]	with	humbugging	old	Lord	Mark	as	a	backer,	were	vain	
as	 ground	 for	 hopes	 and	 calculations.	 Lord	Mark	was	 very	well,	 but	 he	wasn’t	 the
cleverest	creature	in	England,	and	even	if	he	had	been	he	still	wouldn’t	have	been	the	
most	obliging.	He	weighed	it	out	in	ounces,	and	indeed	each	of	the	pair	[Lord	Mark	
and	 Aunt	Maud]	was	 really	waiting	 for	what	 the	 others	would	 put	 down.	 (198­9)	
Thus,	Kate	confirms	that	what	Milly	had	thought	of	as	her	high	point—her	entrée	to	
society—is	actually	her	entrée	to	the	world	of	exchange.	The	scene	becomes	a	parody	
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of	a	poker	game,	with	human	 lives	as	wagers,	and	Milly	as	Maud’s	ante.	Milly	 then	
decides	 she	 will	 never	 be	 a	 player	 in	 the	 game.	 She	 will	 do	 for	 others,	 expecting	
nothing	in	return,	except	that	she	might	be	allowed	to	live.	Milly	tries	to	explain	her	
unique	attitude	to	the	oafish	Lord	Mark:
“No,	 I	 mustn’t	 listen	 to	 you—that’s	 just	 what	 I	 mustn’t	 do.	 The	 reason	 is,	
please,	that	it	simply	kills	me.	I	must	be	as	attached	to	you	as	you	will	[.	.	.]	I	
give	you	 in	return	 the	 fullest	possible	belief	 in	what	 it	would	be	 [.	.	.]	 I	give	






with	 Kate’s	 duplicitous	 displays,	 in	 which	 greed	 and	 ambition	 are	 covered	 by	 her	
seeming	 altruism.	 Any	 good	 intentions	 that	 might	 be	 present	 are	 completely	
overwhelmed	by	predatory	self­interest.	
Here,	 the	 distinction	 between	 exchange	 and	 communal	 relationships	 delves	 more	
deeply	 into	 the	 moral	 play	 of	 the	 novel.	 In	 this	 regard,	 Frederick	 C.	 Crews,	 in	The	




for	 the	 exchange­based	 behaviours.	 Instead,	 these	 are	 centred	 entirely	 on	 self­
interest.	 Thus,	 James	 portrays	 a	 situation	 in	 which	 good	 will	 becomes	 a	 means	 of	
exploiting	rather	than	benefitting	others.	This	is	something	more	pernicious	than	the	
“moral	 redundancy” Crews	 describes.	 Milly’s	 statement	 highlights	 the	 status	 of	
altruism	in	the	relationships.	In	terms	of	the	potential	manipulation	of	altruism,	Mills	
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and	Clark	 explain,	 “Simply	 knowing	one	has	 a	mutual	 communal	 relationship	with	
another	person	 in	which	each	person	 is	 concerned	with	 the	other’s	welfare	can	be	
highly	 satisfying” (“Difference” 687).	 For	 those	 actually	 acting	 altruistically,	 the	
relationship	offers	its	own	reward	as	does	the	act	of	giving	of	oneself	for	the	benefit	
of	others.	Lord	Mark	is	incapable	of	drawing	this	distinction,	as	is	Aunt	Maud	(Mrs.	







this	method	of	 relating.	 There	 are	 two	 scenes	which	 illuminate	 the	nature	 of	Kate	
and	Merton’s	relationship.	The	first	occurs	before	they	enact	the	plan	involving	Milly.	








Here	 James	uses	 sugar	 as	 a	 symbol	 for	 love,	 and	more	 specifically,	 for	 sexual	 love.	
This	 allusion	 to	Milly’s	 sweetness	 contrasts	 further	 the	 attitudes	 of	Kate	 and	Milly	










relationships.	 As	 Mills	 and	 Clark	 state,	 “an	 exchange	 occurs	 when	 the	 partner	
understands	 the	 one	 benefit	 is	 given	 in	 return	 for	 another	 benefit” (“Difference”
686).	In	James’ text,	Kate	only	gives	Densher	what	is	required	to	keep	him	interested.	













something	 tangible	 in	return.	 James	cleverly,	perhaps	heavy	handedly,	uses	 the	 tea	
and	sugar	image	to	recall	the	earlier	scene.	James	again	uses	the	long	dash,	but	this	
time	 to	 directly	 connect	 Kate,	 and	 her	 inability	 to	 understand	 communal	
relationships,	with	Milly.	 He	 also	writes	 of	 the	 “ironic	 oddity	 of	 their	 going	 into	 it	
over	the	tea­table” (455).	Curiously,	Densher	is	the	one	who	recognizes	this	irony.	In	









him	 to	 go	 to	 Milly.	 She	 wants	 him	 to	 ask	 Mrs.	 Stringham	 to	 lie	 on	 his	 behalf.	 Kate	
immediately	remarks,	 “Well	then	to	please	Milly	.	.	.	Don’t	you	feel	by	this	time	that	
there’s	 nothing	 Susan	 Shepherd	 won’t	 do	 for	 you?” (377).	 Kate	 realizes	 that	 Susan	
will	 act	 out	 of	 a	 need	 to	 make	 Milly	 happy.	 Making	 Densher	 happy	 will	 make	 Milly	
happy	 by	 extrapolation.	 The	 apparent	 logic	 of	 this	 strategy	 elicits	 Densher’s	













not	 be	 a	 burden	 to	 anyone	 Kate	 responds,	 “My	 love,	 you’re	 too	 sweet!	 It’s	 too	
dear” (185).	The	irony,	of	course,	 is	that	Kate	also	means	that	Milly	gives	of	herself	
too	 freely	 and	 for	 little	 in	 return.	 The	 second	 mention	 of	 Milly’s	 sweetness	 occurs	
when	Milly	acknowledges	being	“sweetly	secretive” when	she	decided	to	keep	quiet	
(204).	More	important,	however,	is	the	indirect	reference	to	Milly’s	sweetness	on	the	
previous	 page.	 After	 Kate	 tells	 her,	 “you’re	 a	 dove,” Milly	 learns	 the	 “measure	 of	
success	she	could	have	as	a	dove” (203­4).	Milly’s	consciously	“dovelike” behaviour	
disarms	Mrs.	Lowder.	Once	again,	James	invokes	images	of	sweetness	to	emphasize	







own	 case” (203).	 Thus,	 Milly’s	 sweetness	 becomes	 a	 method	 defense	 or	 resistance	
against	 the	 methods	 of	 those	 around	 her.	 In	The	 Ordeal	 of	 Consciousness	 in	 Henry	
James,	 Dorothea	 Krook	 suggests	 that	 “Milly	 knows	 nothing	 of	 these	 material	
pressures	that	lie	beneath	the	gracious	surface,	and	therefore	knows	nothing	of	their	
demoralising	 effects	 upon	 the	 human	 spirit” (204).	 However,	 this	 is	 precisely	 the	
source	of	Milly’s	power,	a	power	far	greater	than	that	offered	by	her	wealth.	Perhaps	
this	 is	 the	 reason	 Michael	 Moon	 is	 unable	 to	 account	 decisively	 for	 Milly	 in	 his	
Lacanian	reading	of	the	novel.	After	Milly’s	momentous	meeting	with	Sir	Luke	Strett,	
Moon	 maintains,	 “The	 range	 of	 grotesque	 possibilities	 here	 includes	 Milly’s	 having	
been	either	castrated	or	circumcised,	but	probably	more	than	either	of	these	what	is	
going	on	here	at	the	psychosexual	level	is	the	bestowal	of	a	(redundant)	phallus	on	
the	 rich	 American	 girl	 whose	 fortune	 has	 already	 phallicized	 her	 in	 most	 other	
people’s	 eyes” (432).	 Moon	 rightly	 recognizes	 that	 the	 other	 characters	 attribute	
Milly’s	 power	 to	 her	 wealth,	 but	 he	 shares	 in	 their	 misrecognition.	 This	 occurs	 in	
spite	of	the	insight	that	Aunt	Maud	is	uncertain	about	Milly’s	status:	“Maud	Lowder,	
as	 one	 might	 expect,	 is	 less	 anxious	 although	 curious	 enough	 about	 Milly’s	 phallic	
status” (432).	However,	the	emphasis	on	Milly’s	wealth,	both	for	the	characters	and	
for	the	critic,	is	misplaced,	particularly	in	light	of	Milly’s	effect	on	Merton	Densher.
Though	 Densher	 finally	 realizes	 that	 Susan’s	 love	 for	 Milly	 prevents	 her	 from	
allowing	 Milly	 to	 be	 hurt,	 he	 still	 assumes	 an	 exchange	 must	 occur	 for	 all	 parties	
because	 he	 then	 asks	 Kate	 how	 this	 benefits	 her.	 Naturally,	 Kate	 has	 already	
accounted	for	this	angle;	as	she	concludes,	“it	helps	you—put	it	then	[.	.	.]	serving	her.	
In	this	way,	she	keeps	him	in	 line.	Later	she	reminds	him,	“I’m	taking	a	trouble	 for	
you	I	never	 dreamed	I	should	take	 for	any	 human	creature” (377).	Kate	recalls	 the	
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sacrifice	she	is	making,	allowing	her	lover	to	go	to	another	woman,	and	the	sacrifices	
that	 she	 has	 already	 made,	 especially	 giving	 up	 her	 father	 and	 giving	 herself	 to	
Densher.	 This	 binds	 Densher,	 temporarily,	 in	 an	 exchange	 relationship.	 Mills	 and	
Clark	again	inform	us	that	“The	orderly	trading	of	costly	benefits	that	forms	the	basis	
of	a	[modern]	market	economy	depends	on	the	exchange	norm	that	the	receipt	of	a	
benefit	 incurs	 an	 obligation	 to	 return	 the	 comparable	 benefit” (“Difference” 685).	
Kate	recognizes	the	distinction	but	never	acts	on	it,	except	to	use	her	knowledge	to	
her	 own	 advantage.	 For	 example,	 she	 trusts	 Milly’s	 powerful	 communal	 spirit	 in	
order	to	subject	Densher.	Kate	knows	that	Densher	will	consider	the	exchange	value	
of	the	relationship.	Predictably,	Densher	remarks	to	Kate	that	Milly	has	“treated	me	






not	only	 to	 act	 in	 a	 trading	 fashion	but	 to	 subvert	Milly’s	 spreading	 community	 of	
fellow	feeling.	Therefore,	Densher’s	ultimate	repudiation	of	Kate	and	her	method	of	
transacting	 emphasizes	 the	 fact	 that	 she	 has	made	 the	wrong	 choice.	 At	 the	 same	
time,	it	reveals	the	power	of	Milly’s	resistance	through	her	altruism.
III
As	 the	 first	 sugar	 scene	 suggests,	 Densher	 buys	 into	 the	 economic	 view	 of	
relationships	quite	readily.	This	is	easily	explained	by	the	rewards	Kate	offers	him	in	
return	 for	 his	 compliance.	 Although	 the	majority	 of	 exchange	 relationships	 in	 this	









when	Kate	 submits	 to	Densher’s	 request	he	becomes	 the	exploiter.	Mills	and	Clark	
explain	a	“type	of	communication	perceived	as	exploitative	in	exchange	relationships	
involves	 the	 other’s	 minimizing	 his	 or	 her	 ability	 to	 benefit	 the	 person	 after	 the	
person	has	benefited	the	other” (“Exploitation” 229).	That	is	to	say,	Densher	reduces	
his	ability	to	benefit	Kate	after	he	receives	a	reward	from	her.	Once	Kate	provides	for	
Merton	 in	 advance,	 his	 need	 for	 further	 benefits	 diminishes.	 Indeed,	 “such	 a	





Densher.	 It	 might	 even	 be	 argued	 that	 Milly	 behaves	 as	 a	 passive­aggressive,	 but	
even	so,	 the	power	derived	 is	hardly	phallic.	Eventually,	Densher	 tells	Kate,	 “I	 stay	
[with	 Milly]	 because	 I’ve	 got	 to” (396).	 Whereas	 his	 relationship	 with	 Kate	 is	 a	
“bargain,” his	 relationship	 with	 Milly	 costs	 him	 nothing.	 Densher	 realizes	 that	 he	




offers	 a	 mechanical	 metaphor,	 the	 coiled	 spring	 that	 powers	 a	 timepiece’s	
movement;	 in	other	words,	 its	prime­mover.	This	 is	an	 interesting	and	appropriate	
extension	of	the	mechanical	metaphor,	for	two	important	provisos	must	be	observed	
to	ensure	the	proper	operation	of	a	timepiece:	first,	the	spring	needs	to	be	wound,	or	
maintained,	 on	 regular	 basis;	 second,	 too	 much	 winding	 of	 the	 spring	 can	 do	
irreparable	 harm	 to	 it.	 The	metaphor	 of	 the	 spring	 serves	 an	 important	 structural	
role	as	well,	beyond	just	linking	the	doubled	heroines	to	Merton	Densher	through	the	
theme	 of	 exchange.	 The	 fact	 that	Densher	 responds	 differently,	 even	 contrarily,	 to	
Kate	 informs	 the	 symmetry	 of	 the	 tale.	 Northrop	 Frye	 observes	 that	 “The	 story	
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proceeds	 toward	 an	 end	 which	 echoes	 the	 beginning,	 but	 echoes	 it	 in	 a	 different	
world.	The	beginning	is	the	demonic	parody	of	the	end,	and	the	action	takes	place	on	
two	levels	of	experience” (49).	The	second	level	corresponds	to	what	Frye	calls	the	
“recognition	 of	 the	 demonic	 and	 its	 separation	 from	 the	 progressive	 or	 surviving	
elements	which	would	be	the	restoring	of	the	broken	of	memory” (145).	Clearly,	the	
belief	 in	 the	 barter	 system	 represents	 the	 demonic	 level.	 Densher’s	 recognition	
occurs	when	he	realizes	that	as	far	as	his	relationship	with	Milly	is	concerned,	“The	
greatest	of	his	 expenses	 really	was	 to	walk	 to	 the	palace	 to	dinner” (398).	He	also	




After	 Milly	 makes	 her	 appearance	 in	 old	 lace	 and	 a	 magnificent	 string	 of	 pearls,	
Densher	 realizes	 that	 he	 cannot	 enter	 the	world	 of	 economic	 exchange.	He	 cannot	
give	Kate	similar	riches,	but	as	Julie	Olin­Ammentorp	notes,	he	is,	“for	the	first	time,	





[of	 a	 narrative]	 is	 the	 individual	 loss	 or	 confusion	 or	 break	 in	 the	 continuity	 of	
identity” (104).	The	story	is	resolved	following	the	recognition	of	the	lost	or	shaken	
identity.	Frye	finds	that	the	“favorite	device	employed	is	what	[he	calls]	a	talisman	of	
recognition,	 some	 emblem	 or	 object	 [.	.	.]	 which	 symbolizes	 the	 original	
identity” (145).	In	this	case,	the	“long,	priceless	chain,	wound	twice	round	the	neck,”
contributes	 to	 the	 talisman,	which	 is	 the	 image	 of	 the	 dove.	 Olin­Ammentorp	 and	
Moon	 see	 gender	 and	 sexual	 identity	 confusion	 as	 (the	 root­cause	 of	 )	 Densher’s	
difficulty,	 and	 these	 derive	 from	 James’ own	 position.	 Yet,	 the	 confusion	 reflects	
James’ professional	as	well	as	his	personal	tendencies.	This	is	why	Moon	can	observe	
that	the	“oddest	thing” in	the	novel	is	“the	sudden	emergence—in	a	novel	ostensibly	
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about	how	Merton’s	romantic	passion	for	Kate	becomes	transmuted	into	his	spiritual	









is	 the	 divergence	 of	 Kate	 and	 Densher,	 in	 the	 form	 of	 their	 mercenary	 ways,	 that	
emphasizes	their	polar	opposition	to	Milly’s	beneficence.





care	 for	 another	not	 only	 ingratiates,	but	makes	one	 a	“better	 person”—appears	to	
contradict	the	spirit	in	which	such	a	gesture	should	be	intended.	Yet,	Mills	and	Clark	
also	 find	 that	 selfish	 behaviour	 can	 occur	 even	 in	 communal	 relationships,	 “in	 the	





failure	 a	 more	 profound	 one	 and	 highlights	 the	 underlying	 cause.	 Densher	 offers	
Milly’s	money	to	Kate,	as	“a	tribute	for	a	sacrifice	by	which	I	can	peculiarly	recognize	
[.	.	.]	the	admirable	nature	of	your	own	sacrifice.	You	were	capable	in	Venice	of	an	act	
of	 splendid	 generosity” (495).	 Sadly,	 Densher’s	 (sarcastic)	 offer	 is	 ill­timed	 and	
insufficient	and	its	failure	forces	him	to	fully	realize	the	error	he	has	made.	Merton	
does	 repudiate	 Milly’s	 money,	 causing	 Kate	 to	 acknowledge,	 “You’ll	 marry	 me	
without	the	money;	you	won’t	marry	me	with	it.	If	I	don’t	consent	you	don’t” (508).	







contract	 and	 is	 met	 with	 reciprocal	 demands	 rather	 than	 Densher’s	 love.	 Her	
inability	to	behave	in	a	communal	fashion	determines	all	of	her	relationships.	
In	his	preface,	Henry	James	explains	that	this	is	the	very	heart	of	the	story,	“the	gain	
recorded	or	 the	 loss	 incurred” (xxxi).	 James	plays	 this	game	with	his	 reader,	 as	he	
admits,	 “It	 [the	 novel]	 stood	 there,	 with	 secrets	 and	 compartments,	 with	 possible	
treacheries	and	traps;	it	might	have	a	great	deal	to	give,	but	would	probably	ask	for	
equal	services	in	return,	and	would	collect	this	debt	to	the	last	shilling” (xxxi).	James’
stance	 with	 regard	 to	 reciprocity	 does,	 however,	 make	 the	 distinction	 between	 a	
relationship	 involving	 a	 mere	 exchange	 of	 goods	 and	 a	 real	 exchange	 of	 human	
compassion.
[vi]
	 Although	 James	 seeming	 crosses	 the	 lines	 of	 gender	 and	 sexual	
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was	 ground­breaking	 in	 its	 own	 right,	 Moon	 cites	 Leon	 Edel’s	 attention	 to	 James’
homosexuality	 in	 Henry	 James:	 The	 Treacherous	 Years,	 1895­1901	 (New	 York:	










The	 distinction	 between	 exchange	 and	 communal	 relationships	 is	 particularly	
appropriate	 in	 an	academic	 setting.	 In	 an	 ideal	 situation	we	would	all	 freely	 share	











Interestingly,	 in	 The	 Bostonians,	 the	 protagonist,	 Basil	 Ransom	 laments	 “The	
whole	generation	is	womanized	[.	.	.]	The	masculine	tone	is	passing	out	of	the	world;	
it’s	 a	 feminine,	 a	 nervous,	 hysterical,	 chattering,	 canting	 age.	 [.	.	.]	 The	 masculine	
character	 [.	.	.]	 that	 is	 what	 I	 want	 to	 preserve,	 or	 rather,	 as	 I	 may	 say,	 to	
recover” (290).	In	this	case,	the	lost	identity	which	must	be	resolved	is	more	clearly	
portrayed	 as	 that	 of	 “masculine	 character.” Again,	 crossing	 the	 gender	 line	 is	 as	
socially	 unconventional	 as	 it	 is	 literarily	 conventional;	 the	 latter	 emphasizes	 the	
former.	
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